To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

I hope I have got my say in time. I had finally joined a Dutch/Aussie Group via the Yahoo community here in The Netherlands. It turns out the person leading the group was just a little bit late with the announcement of this call. So here I am, proud that my country calls on their people to have a say, once again.

I am twenty six years of age and moved over to the Netherlands without any intentions to be a permanent resident, almost five years ago. Initially, I came with the Australian & Netherlands working holiday scheme for only one year. However, upon my registration the couple of days I was in Amsterdam, I was greatly advised to register with my partner being my sponsor (who I met six years ago in Perth. Maybe, it was the jet lag, my habit of saying “Yeah’’ to everything or the culture shock that I had experienced straight away, I decided to go for a visa that is lasting for six years. Only I because I realised, this option will be simpler I was to return to Holland.

a) The extent of the Australia Diaspora;

I have no idea what the population of expatriates are but I am noticing more Australians establishing themselves abroad with the intent to stay abroad long term but eventually returning home.

b) The variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas;

I think some of the factors why Australians are going abroad are:

· Being isolated from 1st world countries

· No employment/career opportunities

· To seek cultural diversity

· Boredom

I have a few reasons why I departed Holland:

1. I needed to get away from my home town Perth.

2. I have a serious relationship with a Dutch man.

3. My parents are from Dutch/Indonesian descendants.

4. To broaden my horizons.

5. Career opportunities

6. Love & personal situation

Leaving home at the age of 14, I had lived my teenage years with the Parkerville Children Independent living home for independent woman, Young Homeless Allowance, Austudy  (the basic benefits of the Social Security Department). The girls I had met along the way had already left WA in search for a better lifestyle towards the East, the Northern Territory, throughout WA, to Europe and the USA (with the help of the American Sailors that port in Fremantle now and then). West Australians were bored. Having only The Kimberly’s, the Gold Fields, South West region, etc, everything is pretty much the same. Petrified of the world and petrified of getting myself into trouble, (Which my friends were bound to) I clung onto Perth like a safety blanket.

However it seems there was no future in Perth, however I did believe that my city would grow. But the employment was too competitive. My educational background was a failure, despite my efforts to remain at school. I did not finish Yr 12 due to a reckless mind and no support. Nevertheless, I kept my job at KFC since the age of 14.

At 18/19 years of age, I contemplated in going up North or to Kalgoorlie for work. But my options were short and I was not strong enough. With Asian features I was sure that I was to be discriminated as a working girl or something.  I felt I was considered a minority, although my heart screams DinkyDi and Aussie born and bred. I even refused to speak my mother’s native language, Indonesian. Since I was teased at school, in the latter I don’t know anything about my mum’s culture. Nevertheless however Aussie I am, I am still classed as Asian.

I remember walking through the deserted streets of Kalgoorlie (I had a friend living there) whilst the men were away in the mines. They came back into town in the evening, like cavemen looking for their women and feed with their clubs. I decided it was not a place for me. No jobs but people who were suspicious of me.

Geraldton is another little city I believed it had prospects. But the town was completely segregated. I saw the division. It is this narrowmindedness I was subjected to throughout my youth. Our family was like the first Asian/mixed family in the suburb of High Wycombe, living in typical state housing.

I needed to broaden my horizons. Having Perth so isolated from everyone, I needed to venture out to see how it is like every where else. Sydney would have been alright to move to, but I didn’t know anyone there and the people I knew who were there were still doing their old tricks. My concrete friends here, did not branch out further than their suburbs. They too don’t even like going into Perth city!! 

Back in Perth, jobs were slim. Employers got into the habit of only employing Casual jobs. People I knew were working two casual jobs to get by. Luckily I stayed with KFC, who gave me a fulltime position after I dropped out of school. One year later I took a TAFE course for Business Studies, then later streamed in to Advanced Diploma of Accounting (which I unfortunately did not finish due to my decision to travel). Again there was too much competition. Employers would not employ anyone without credentials. You will have individuals graduating from high school, wanting to get a job, yet the advert states an applicant must have 1-5years experience! I ask myself, how can that be possible? We have just finish schooling. Again, it appears that everyone was applying for the same jobs. Thus there was no employment opportunity for anyone.

There were even talks of no guarantees of employment for successful university graduates. Therefore I knew my chances were slim.

As well as my slim chances of a good career, I was suffering the trauma of being a victim of sexual abuse. At the age of 19 I decided to press charges on my step father, just so I can close the chapter. Throughout the years, I discovered how it was forbidden to speak about it. How adults didn’t know how to deal with this problem. So with a dark past, it another reason to leave Perth. Having no support from my own family and suddenly realising how lonely I was, I knew I had to leave. The court case in the latter brought great grief to me, as I understood how society was not prepared to understand the pain sexual abuse/incest brings (or that it does happen)

Both mum and dad are Dutch Indonesian. After the World War II, my father migrated to the Netherlands from Indonesia, only to immigrate to Australia with a skill to work as diesel mechanic on the earthmovers in the top end of WA. My mother met my father as a prearranged marriage, and came to Australia straight from Indonesia. Five years later, I was born. Two years later, they divorced. Being the only child from the two and having a

devastating extended family, I wanted to meet my dad’s family who still in The Netherlands. Dad’s family bred like rabbits (that was all they can do doing the wartime). Having a total of sixteen brothers and sisters! I want to seek family after losing my mother to my step father. My dad has passed on now, he died an Australian. My mother too has been naturalised.

I met a Dutch man who was backpacking throughout Australia. Unfortunately this guy was an illegal immigrant (see nothing is straightforward in my life), we developed a serious relationship, which still continues till this day. (Total of six years) So after two years of meeting him, he left Australia with a one day bridging visa and I soon followed pursuit six months later. I had abandoned my studies.

Upon preparations of leaving Australia, I can remember the lack of information on what to do and the responsibilities I have as an Australian. I did all my tax returns. The ATO even contacted me in The Netherlands to repay my debt. Or whilst I was in the process of applying for a permanent visa in NL, no one could tell me of my obligations due to the uncertainty of my return to Australia. I am still unsure when I will return. I do suggest a booklet that accompanies the Australian passport on our obligations.

My objectives haven’t changed. I still intend to earn money and eventually return to Australia and raise my family back home. I will do all that is Australian. Roll down a hill or something, go get bitten by a shark. I am never to leave that place again. But I fear upon returning, I will have that same feeling of being a minority. It doesn’t matter anymore, since I am older. 

I am not concerned about becoming a Dutch citizen, although I can understand the advantages of a dual citizenship it will be for my future family. It is a matter of convenience and to avoid further bureaucracy.  I will never give up my nationality.

There are no problems with the Australian culture other than the lack of integration amongst Australians in Australia (including the ethnic community). Like the city, community groups are isolated amongst each other. They just stay closed in with their own kind. (I on the other hand am a floater, not having a particular group). 

The Australian Laws are reasonable, except the policing in WA are shocking. The police there are too bored; they pick on anyone just to get revenue. They practice bullying too. The reform of the Anti-Gay laws brings hope to certain individuals. Sometimes, I wish the WA prisons are not like hotels. I think the compulsory law to ride with helmets is ridiculous (unless being encountered by a Magpie), but the Dutch seem to handle riding a bike without helmet quite well in a dense population. I think the Australian Law shouldn’t ostracise anyone including expatriates. We are Australian and will always remain Australian. It is up to the individuals themselves who decide to waiver their citizenship. Australian being a land of free of choices should have a government that supports their people’s individual needs and decisions. Like parent to its people, it is important to help guide and welcome people who wants to return home.

Being in Europe, I have been able to integrate with different cultures. I can identify the root of traditions Australia has gained from the old world. It has made my mind and experiences rich. I also recognise the Dutch traditions my parents have incorporated in my youth but after seeking an identity, I only identify myself strongly as Australian. Sharing the Dutch my home made lamingtons and meat pie.

In coming to the Netherlands in 1999, the economy here was booming. Companies were offering permanent contracts to anyone. I was lucky enough to secure a position in a Call Centre. I was amazed with the opportunities and realise I can grow and gain experiences to take back home.  There is a great comparison with the earnings of a European and an Australian, then again high earnings equals high living expenses VS. low income equals low living expenses.

Through the Australian pub in Amsterdam, I was able to learn about the Australian community group in the Netherlands. This group keeps us up to date with the current affairs and upcoming events for expatriates in NL. Although I wish the Bulletin was available to us. (It costs $100 to subscribe but it costs approximately $250 to ship!!) Now, I have the discovered the Southern Cross Group which has valuable resources. Any non-governmental expatriate support and business groups should receive Australian government funding for the work they are doing. It is in the Nationals interest and there can only be a gain in doing so.

Being over here, I can tell you, how I am proud to be Aussie. I have learnt so much of my country being over here. It has almost turned into an obsession, where I am constantly promoting Aussie products, movies, travels, sport, you name it. Realising what you have got when it is not there. People laughed at me when I was wearing my UGG boots, now I see in the paper a whole page of designer UGG boots. These boots are something I grew up in. I hear Aussie businesses coming in such as Mustang Cruisers, PPS and fudge hair products, UGG, Aussie beer, etc. And finally after three years in Holland, I find an Australian pub with an interior like Ayers Rock! Stocked with abundance of Victoria Bitter stubbies, tinnies, Coldies, you name it. It is safety house to all Australians feeling nostalgic. Therefore I act as an ambassador for my country. I speak of my country to people over here, has sent them to the land down under. 

The Rugby World cup was something to remember, just to sing the national anthem again and the shock my face to see Kate Cebrano looking very pregnant. Australians from all over Holland came into the pub at 8am in the morning to support the Wallabies. The pub was packed, with not an inch to move. The national feeling was unanimous.

Australia Day 2004 was hilarious, Aussies still up to their usual pranks brought in a guy that looked exactly like John Howard. After a few pints, we couldn’t tell the difference! It was great. But we didn’t hear Jimmy Barnes voice, except for Farnesy’s ‘You’re the Voice”.

I am disappointed with the lack of Australian Literature and Australian art over here in the Netherlands. There is nothing from Penguin books Australia here. It costs an arm and leg to have them shipped over. It seems that Aussie Literature does not exist over here.  I utilise the net to buy Australian movies on DVD (even some series), import Aussie rock, Bond T-shirts, etc. The United Kingdom plays a major role in supplying long missed items, like vegemite. 

I was impressed at Queensland TAFE providing long distance education abroad. So there is a possibility to continue my accounting diploma. The Dutch education system seems complex, unlike the Australian systems. I fear that the Australian education system needs to be more developed. Currently, I fear there is a relaxed attitude with the studies. Children from dysfunctional families need extra encouragement from schools. I guess, low and middle class suburbs are an indication as to where this attention is needed.

I think TAFE colleagues should include more theory into their lessons. There should be a balance between practical and theoretical learning. I believe my qualifications are redundant over here, but unlike Perth, individuals are able to demonstrate competency by trial periods and having employers invest in further training for the employees. Perth employers did not want to invest in the employers.  I am worried about my career options when coming back home. 

My partner and I have plans to return to Australia in the next five years and we both realise the challenge ahead of us (For example, health insurance, re-establishing superannuation program, employment etc). There should be a repatriation program. Living in Holland has been an experience but it not a country to live the rest of your life or raise a family. However our goals is to invest in a small business somewhere in the Kimberleys. 

Australia can take of its Diaspora by evaluating:

· Our education system (and the contents that should be taught)

· Integration programs

· Income comparisons between countries

· Career and employment creation

· Allowing dispersions of its people to further promote their country.

To feel connected with home, the Australian embassy has taken initiatives for Aussies to advise their whereabouts. Why not utilise the databases of email addresses to send out newsletters and calling of all Aussies to take part of their state/ federal elections. I on the other hand was not aware of the dis-enrolment of the electoral role after so many years. This has become quite a shock as many a times, I missed the dates of elections.

The Australian embassy has taken initiatives to Australians to advise their whereabouts by registering into a database. Why not use the database of email addresses to send out newsletters, calling for all Australians to take part of State/Federal elections? This will help expatriates feel connected with their home. 

Thank for this opportunity to tell my story.

Kind regards,

F R L Verstegen

Hilversum

The Netherlands

